GOETHE   AS   LYRIC   POET
in which both spontaneity and artistry seem to function more
intensely than usual, and at the same time harmoniously.
An outstanding feature of Goethe's later poetic manner (that is,
of the period that dates from about the time of Schiller's death,
when Goethe was nearly fifty-six) is the addiction to allegory,
which is consonant with the didactic tendency to start from ideas
and find apt illustrations. But that in itself would not do as a
summing-up of his later style. Goethe's poetry at this time
astonishes most of all by the variety of expression that is at his
disposal. He had an enormous store of learning and ideas; his
energy was undiminished; his poetic inspiration was still lively
enough to make a reputation in itself; and he had been practising
the art for some fifty years, in a variety of dramatic, narrative,
and lyric forms. He could now tap the resources of language or
metre, symbol or allegory, strict or free composition, the lyric
tone or the lucid statement, dialogue or meditation, where he
wanted; every variation of form and style was available, and his
execution made it appear artless, as though it was the old spon-
taneous flow of his Strassburg days. And indeed it was spon-
taneous; the new spontaneity of a great technical command, dis-
playing all the power that derives from die habit of expression,
indulged in on an exceptional scale.
This power consists not in being able to repeat a form previous-
ly used, as a matter of superficial virtuosity, but in having at his
disposal the experience in expression on which he could draw for
finding new expression. He became, for instance, at this period,
a subtle master of the philosophical lyric, of which he produced
many examples, not all conforming to a single pattern, but all
containing a statement of thought suffused with lyric emotion.
In these poems Goethe has gone a stage further than in the elegies
of his middle period, for he has passed from images with a philo-
sophic implication to ideas explicitly stated; but he seems to have
gone back to his first period for the quality of song with which
he invests the poems. The later thought is united with the felt
beliefs of the first period, for both have nature as their object;
and the passion and piety of romantic feeling for nature joins
with the affirmation of knowledge about it, a knowledge founded
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